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Objectives

Unit 11: Gender Issues

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

ldentify

Realize

Reasons for the traditional standing of wonen wthin
| sl am

Equality of male/female spirituality within Islam
Wnen's legal status in the Mddle East Muslimworld
Pr of essi ons many M ddl e Eastern wonen engage in
Wnen and M ddl e East political |eadership positions

Reasons for the popularity of Hjab in the Mddle
East

MIlitant fundanmentalist practice regardi ng wonen’s
rol es

Progressive Muslimviews on roles and status of
WOITEenN

Changes advocated by sel ected progressive Islamc
WwoIren’ s groups

Chador; Sarawi, Huda

Tal i ban, Hanas

Hadi t h, Sahria

Traditional Islamc views of wonen’s roles
Hij ab

Wnen’'s econom ¢ position within Islam

Diversity of the role and position of wonen within
| sl am

Western nedia slant on wonen within |Islam

Conpl enentary mal e/female roles within many M ddl e
East societies

Nature of territorial sexuality
| nportance of famly honor in Mddle East culture
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Hi storical context of Qur’anic positions on wonen
Qur’ ani ¢ objectives for marri age
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Unit 11: Gender Issues

“The West is wong in believing that wonen do not
enj oy respect in our [Saudi Arabian] society, for it is
the very opposite of the truth. 1In the home, their
i nfluence is enornous.”

-- General Khaled Bin Sultan, Desert Warrior, p. 55.

“We shoul d al so distinguish Islamfromthe custons
of sone Islamc states. [An] obvious Wstern prejudice
is to judge the position of wonen in Islamc society by

the extrene cases...Ilslamis not a nonolith and the
picture is not sinple.”
-- Prince of Wales, “lIslamand the Wst.”

|. Helpful Perspectives

By far, the greatest M ddl e East gender issue is
the societal position and role of wonen.
M spercepti ons abound. Sone Western observers see
| slamic views on wonen as restrictive, disrespectful,
and pronoting sexual inequality. Owhers admre the
nodest practice of wonen (traditional positions of
wonen in the hone and society) fostered by many Islamc
soci eti es.

To understand |slanm c wonmen’s i ssues, five
vi ewpoi nts hel p put the subject in perspective.

1. Variety while the Qur’'an, hadith, and Sharia give
distinct instruction concerning a woran’s rol e and
position, there is diversity when inplenenting this
gui dance within M ddl e Eastern circles.
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Custons vary concerning wonen’s dress. Sone
fundanmental i st extrem sts seek to inpose strict Islamc
soci al codes requiring head-to-foot shrouds. They
woul d restrict wonen to the practice of nursing or
medi ci ne al one. Progressive wonen seek reformin
restrictive clothing practices, and in economni c,
educati on, and deci si on-nmaki ng poli ci es.

2. Western Media Negativity ur nedia often
portrays M ddl e Eastern wonen as victins of Islamc
resurgence. Negative treatnents of polygany, divorce
by sinple repudiation, veil wearing, segregation of the
sexes, inprisonnment in household tasks, dependence on

t he husband and | ack of legal rights focus nost of our
medi a attention. The positive, stability enhancing,
personally fulfilling dinmensions of the discussion are
of ten overl ooked.

3. Complementary Roles

Aut hor Margaret Nydell wites that for nost Arabs,
wonen’s traditional dress is not seen as repressive,
rather it perforns a protective role.

Most Arab wonen feel satisfied that the
present social system provides themw th security,
protection, and respect.” (Margaret Nydell,

Under st andi ng Arabs, p. 55).

Anot her di nensi on of these conplenentary roles
deals with nmale and female “space.” As quoted in Craig
Storti’s The Art of Crossing Cul tures,
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“Muslimsexuality is a territorial
one...Wnen in nmal e spaces are

consi dered provocative and of fensi ve.
If [a wonman] enters [a nal e space], she
is upsetting the male’s order and his
peace of mnd. She is actually
commtting an act of aggression agai nst
himmerely by being present where she
should not be. If the woman is

unveil ed, the situation is aggravated.”
(pp. 66-67.)

4. Assumption of Male/Female Emotional and

Physical Differences Most interpreters of the Qur’an
accept the notion of radical, distinct enotional as
wel | as physical differences between the sexes. Dr.
Gamal Badawi 's The Status of Wonman in Islaminterprets
the Qur’an (Sura 2:228) as follows:

““And they (wonen) have rights simlar to those
(of nmen) over them and nen are a degree above them'’”
(Sura 2:2)...This refers to that natural difference
bet ween the sexes which entitles the weaker sex to
protection. It inplies no superiority or advantage
before the law...” (pp. 17-18.)

Concerning divorce, Dr. Badaw al so observes, “To
provide for the stability of the famly, however, and
in order to protect it from hasty deci sions under
tenporary enotional stress, certain steps and waiting
peri ods shoul d be observed by nen and wonen seeki ng
di vorce. Considering the relatively nore enotional
nature of wonen, a good reason for asking for divorce
shoul d be brought before the judge.” (p. 19.)

241



Unit 11: Gender Issues

5. Family Honor

“The mai ntenance of famly honor
is one of the highest values in Arab
soci ety.

Si nce m sbehavi or by wonen can do nore danage to famly
honor than m sbehavi or by nmen, clearly defined patterns
of behavi or have been devel oped to protect wonen and
hel p them avoid situations which may give rise to fal se
i npressions or unfounded gossip. (Nydell, p. 51.)

St at ed anot her way, the “sexual behavior and
reputation of the wonen of a |ineage were the nost
i nportant conponents of a famly’'s honor. A bad
reputation for one woman neant a bad reputation for the
whol e | i neage. Honor was essential to social life;
without it even mnimal social standing in the
community was inpossible. Men were especially
interested in maintaining honor. Wnen were always on
t heir best behavior around nmen fromother famlies
because they were afraid of getting a bad reputation.
A bad reputation could disgrace the nen of her famly.
A di sgraced husband could restore his status, however,
t hrough divorce. Most disgraced fathers and brothers
in rural and | ower-class urban famlies, however,
bel i eved that honor could only be restored by killing
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t he daughter or sister suspected of sexual m sconduct.
Fam |y menbers who nurdered the wonmen were prepared to
accept legal penalties for their actions.” (Egypt, A
Country Study, p. 128).

Three treatnents of Islamc wonen’s rights--the
traditional, fundanentalist, and progressive--assist
our under st andi ng.

Il. Traditional Views of the Standing of
Women

The Status of Wonman in Islam a
panphl et by Dr. Ganal A. Badaw ,
publ i shed by The Mislim Students
Association of the United States and
Canada, outlines conventi onal
perspectives on Islam s treatnment of
wonen. Dr. Badawi ’'s perspective is
i nstrunmental in understanding
traditional wonen’s roles. Hi's
views seemto accurately portray
traditional Mislimpositions.

This section draws heavily on Dr. Badawi’'s work in
| ooking at the follow ng thenmes: the historical
context; Qur’an, hadith and Sharia approaches to
wonen’s spiritual equality, and the position in the
home, economc life, and wonen’s political involvenent.
In addition, this portion states the variety of
perspectives on hijab, the distinctive shawl head
covering used by many M ddl e East wonen.

1. The Historical Context G ven the dismal status of
wonen in seventh century Mddle East society, Islamdid
much to restore dignity and individual rights.

“I'n the mdst of the darkness that engulfed the
worl d, the divine revelation echoed in the w de desert
of Arabia with a fresh, noble, and universal nessage to
humani ty: ‘O Manki nd, keep your duty to your Lord who
created you froma single soul and fromit created its
mate (of same kind) and fromthemtwain has spread a
mul ti tude of men and wonen.’” (Sura 4:1, Badaw, p.

11.)
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In stating that God created wonman fromthe sane
single soul as man, the Qur’an outlines an equality of
origin. This elevated the woman’s position, conpared
to that held by many in seventh century Meccan society.

“Renenber...that Muslim
countries |ike Turkey, Egypt and
Syria gave wonen the vote as early
as Europe did its wonen...

The rights of Muslimwonen to property and i nheritance,
to protection if divorced and to the conducting of

busi ness, were rights prescribed by the Qur’an 1400
years ago, even if they were not everywhere transl ated
into practice.” (Prince of Wales, “Islamand the
West”.)

2. Spiritual Equality Before God, men and wormen are on
equal footing.

“The Prophet said, ‘Al people are equal, as equal
as the teeth of a conb. An Arab is no better than a
non- Arab, nor is a white person over a bl ack person,
nor is a male superior to the female. The only people
who enjoy preference with God are the devout.’”
(Hadith as quoted in Marston Speight, God is One, p.
50.)

The Qur’ an supports this spiritual equality.
“BEvery soul will be (held) in pledge for its
deeds”...”Wioever works righteousness, nman or wonan,
and has faith, verily to himwll W give a newlife
that is good and pure, and W will bestow on such their
reward according to their actions.” (Sura' s 74: 38;

16: 97.)

3. Social Position in the Home “The Qur’an clearly
indicates that marriage is a sharing between the two
hal ves of the society, and that its objectives, beside
perpetuating human |ife, are enotional well-being and
spiritual harnony.
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Its bases are love and nmercy...’ And
anong His signs is this: That He
created mates for you from yoursel ves
that you may find rest, peace of mnd
in them and He ordai ned between you
| ove and nercy. Lo, herein indeed
are signs for people who reflect.’”
(Sura 30:21, Badaw, p. 16.)

Equality seens to apply to all areas except
| eadership. “The rules for married life in Islamare
clear and in harnony with upright human nature. |In
consi deration of the physiol ogical and psychol ogi cal
make-up of man and worman, both have equal rights and
claims on one another, except for one responsibility,
that of |eadership. This is a matter which is natural
in any collective life and which is consistent with the
nature of man.

The Qur’ an thus states: ‘And they (wonen) have
rights simlar to those (of nmen) over them and nen are
a degree above them’ (Sura 2:228)

...man’s role of l|eadership in relation to his
famly does not nean the husband’s dictatorship over
his wife. |slamenphasizes the inportance of taking
counsel and nutual agreenent in famly decisions..
Prophet Muhammad (P) said: The best of you is the best
to his famly and | amthe best anong you to ny
famly.” (Badawi, p. 17.)

4. Economic Position “According to Islanic Law,
woman’s right to her noney, real estate, or other
properties is fully acknowl edged. This right undergoes
no change whether she is single or married..
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Wth regard to the woman’ s ri ght
to seek enploynent...I|slamregards her
role in society as a nother and a wfe
as the nost sacred and essential one.
Nei t her mai ds nor baby-sitters can
possi bly take the nother’s place as
t he educator of upright, conplex-free,
and carefully-reared children. Such a
nobl e and vital role, which largely
shapes the future of nations, cannot
be regarded as ‘i dl eness.

...there is no decree in Islamwhich forbids a
woman from seeki ng enpl oynent whenever there is a
necessity for it, especially in positions which fit her
nature and in which society needs her nost. Exanples
of these professions are nursing, teaching (especially
for children), and nedicine. Mreover, there is no
restriction on benefiting fromwoman’s excepti onal
talent in any field. Even for the position of a
judge...we find early Muslimscholars...holding there
is nothing wong wwth it.” (Badaw, p. 22.)

5. Political Dimensions Political invol venent--

el ection, nomnation to political office, participation
in public affairs--in sonme Islamc circles is not
limted to nen alone. Wthin the Mddl e East however,
nost wonen are ineligible to becone heads of state.

The hadith, “A people will not prosper if they let a
woman be their |eader,” as interpreted by Dr. Badaw ,
infers “the natural differences in the biological and
psychol ogi cal make-up of nen and wonen” have “nothing
to do with the dignity of woman or with her rights..

According to Islam the head of state is no nere

figurehead...This demanding position...is generally
i nconsi stent with the physiol ogi cal and psychol ogi cal
makeup of woman in general...Even in nodern tinmes, and

in the nost devel oped countries, it is rare to find a
woman in the position of a head of state acting as nore
than a figurehead, a woman commander of the arned
services, or even a proportionate nunber of wonen
representatives in parlianents, or simlar bodies...It
is...logical to explain the present situation in terns
of the natural and indisputable differences between nman
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and worman, a difference which does not inply any
‘supremacy’ of one over the other. The difference
inplies rather the ‘conplenentary’ roles of both the
sexes in life.” (Badawi, p. 25.)

6.Fﬁjab (HEHZH yahb) Anal ysts often interpret the
growi ng, W despread popularity of hijab as indicating a
rise of traditionalist Islam

Judith MIller, in describing the
difficulty of assessing the depth of
what sone depict as the growing Islamc
fervor, outlines the follow ng reasons
for a wonman’s use of traditional dress:

a. Expense Cost of cosnetics and trips to
hai rdressers is greatly reduced by wearing the
traditional garb

b. Psychological distance In crowded |iving
conditions, hijab maintains a safe haven--even in the
m dst of congested conditions.

c. Safety Traditional dress says “This is a
devout woman. Leave her alone.”

d. Mobility In conservative cultures, the
chador (woman’s shawl ) allows a wonan to venture
out side the confines of her hone.

e. Fashion For sone wonen, wearing hijab is
a statement of fashion and generational rebellion.
(See God Has N nety-Ni ne Nanes, pp. 469, 470.)
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lll. Fundamentalist Outlooks

| n Af ghani stan, recent
i nposition of strict Sharia ruling
bars nost wonen from wor ki ng out si de
t he honme or going to school.
Taliban clerics and mlitia seek to
reestabl i sh nmedi eval guidelines
wWithin this war-torn country.
Percei ved di scrim nati on agai nst
wonen is the result.
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On 7 Cct 1996, the United Nations formally
objected to this extrene treatnent, warning that
foreign aid prograns may be disrupted unl ess change
i ncurs.

IV. Progressive Views

One of this century’s first
progressi ve wonmren was Egypt’s Huda
Sarawi. I n 1923, she threw her veil
into the Mediterranean, becom ng one
of the first wonen to becone
unvei | ed.

In response, her husband quickly divorced her. In
time, she founded the Egyptian Fem nist Union, which
pronoted nationalism education for wonen, and an
outl awi ng of the veil.

Today, a broad based wonan’s group, the “Sisters
in Islam” advocates | aws agai nst donestic viol ence.
They pronote Qur’an interpretation by wonen textual
critics.
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lran’s Simn Behbahani --nother, housew fe, and
hi gh school teacher for twenty-nine years--also is a
progressive author. Her works, in addition to being
instructive and entertaining, seek radical change. She
calls into question traditional, gender-bound, wonen’s
identities.

Across North Africa, the Mddle East, and
Sout heast Asi a, advocates of Miuslimwonen’s rights seek
equality in education, property rights, and business
opportunities.

“They al so want reformin
Muslimfamly laws that often
| eaves them at the nmercy of nen
who can di vorce them w t hout
war ni ng, take away their children,
deny themthe right to travel and
bequeath them as chattel to the
next male relative.”

(See Barbara Crossette, “Wnen's Rights Gaining
Attention Wthin Islam” New York Tines, 12 May 1996,
p. A3.)

“Stay commtted.”
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Vocabulary List: Gender Issues

Chador (chah-DUHR) The woman’'s shawl (head covering) used by
many M ddl e Eastern wonen

Complementary roles Traditional outlook which sees man as
protector, and wonen enjoying the fruits of this
guardi anship in the security, protection, and respect given
themin the hone.

Fundamentalist positions of Islamic women Advocates who apply
strict interpretations of the Qur’an and sharia to wonen.
Many bar wonen from wor ki ng outside the hone or attending
hi gher educational institutions.

Hadith (hah DEETH) Reports of what Mihanmmad, or his conpanions,
said and did. Next to the Qur’an, hadith is the nost
i nportant source of Miusliminstruction.

Hamas (ha- MMHS) Movenent for Islam c Resistance |located in
Pal estine. This group advocates jihad on Israel. An
Islam c state in Palestine is the goal.

Hijab (HEHZH yab) The conpl ete head and body covering style of
dress enpl oyed by many M ddl e Eastern wonen

Honor: Chastity, purity, respect, and high regard given to
individuals and famlies by others. Miintaining famly
honor is one of the highest values in Arab society.

Progressive Islamic positions regarding women Mislinms who work
for full wonen’s |legal and religious rights. The “Sisters
of Islanf is one such novenent within Islam Menbers
advocate | aws agai nst donestic violence and Qur’an
interpretations fornulated by wonen theol ogi ans.

Sarawi, Huda (hoo- DAH sah- RAH-wee) One of Egypt’s first
progressive wonen. In 1923, she threw her veil into the
Medi terranean. Eventually, Sarawi founded the Egyptian
Fem ni st Uni on.

250



Unit 11: Gender Issues

Sharia (sha REE ah) The religious |law of Islam Sharia can
vary fromstate to state and within various Mislim
novenent s

Taliban (tahl -ee-BAHN) M litant |slamist student youth nmovement
i n Af ghani stan which currently rules 70 percent of the
country.

Territorial sexuality Sex rol e outl ook where allocations of “space”
mark the areas where each sex has freedom influence, and
authority. In sonme Mddle Eastern countries, nen’'s “space”
is in the public arena--especially in urban |locations. A
woman’s “space” is within the hone.

Traditional Islamic views of the woman’s position Wile
spiritually equal, wonen are barred from | eadership
positions outside the home. Their sphere of influence, and
grounds for respect, stemfromthe position taken within the
home and famly.

Woman'’s economic position within Islam The Qur’an guar ant ees
property, inheritance, and nonetary rights to wonen, whether
single or married. |In practice, these rights are often
percentages | ess than those given their male counterparts.
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Review Quiz: Gender Issues

Tal i ban

Hadi t h

Shari a
Sarawi , Huda
Wnen' s econoni c

position
Chador

A

D

Part 1--Matching Place the correct letter
in the blank provided.

The woman’s shawl (head coveri ng)
used by many M ddl e Eastern wonen.

Reports of what Muhammad, or his
conpani ons, said and did. Next to
the Qur’an, it is the nost

i nportant source of Mislim

i nstruction.

Movenent for |slam ¢ Resistance

| ocated in Pal estine. This group
advocates jihad on Israel. An
Islamc state in Palestine is the
goal .

One of Egypt’s first progressive
wonen. I n 1923, she threw her vei
into the Mediterranean. Eventually,
she founded the Egyptian Fem ni st
Uni on.

The religious |aw of Islam It
can vary fromstate to state and
W thin various Mislim novenents.

MIlitant |slam st student youth
nmovenent in Af ghani stan which
currently rules 70 percent of the
country.

The Qur’ an guar antees property,

i nheritance, and nonetary rights to
wonen, whether single or married. |In
practice, these rights are often
percent ages | ess than those given
their male counterparts.
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Part 2--True or False place a T or an F
in the blank provided.

1. | slam ¢ custons and traditions regardi ng wonen are the
sane throughout the M ddl e East.

2. Sonme fundanentalist extrem sts seek a return to head-to-
foot shrouds for wonen.

3. The Western nedia often portrays M ddl e Eastern wonen as
victinms of the Islam c resurgence.

4. Many Arab wonen feel satisfied with the security,
protection, and respect accorded them by the present
M ddl e East social system

5. In the Mddle East, the veil can signify the
invisibility of a woman within the man’s territori al
space.

6. Many traditional interpreters of the Qur’an assune

mal e/ f emal e psychol ogi cal, enotional, and physi cal
di fferences.

7. Countries |ike Turkey, Egypt, and Syria gave wonen the
right to vote as early as Europe did its wonen.

8. According to many interpreters of the Qur’an, nen and
wonen are on equal footing before CGod.

9. Wthin Islam nale | eadership in the hone neans the
husband is a dictator over his wfe.

10. Sonme progressive |Islamc wonen advocate educati on,

econom c, and |egal reforns concerning the position of
wonen within Mddle Eastern society.
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1

Part 3--Multiple Choice piace the
letter of the nost correct response in
t he bl ank provi ded.

is one of the highest values in

Arab society.

A. Manly courage
B. Fam |y honor
C. Motherly Iove
2. The Qur’an, in advocating spiritual equality of wonen,
their position in seventh century Mddle Eastern
soci ety.
A. |l owered
B. elevated
C. mai nt ai ned
3. An objective of marriage according to the Qur’an is
A. enotional well-being and spiritual harnony.
B. fulfillment for all personal anbitions.
C. guaranteed individual satisfaction.
4. Pr of essi ons open to many M ddl e East Musli m wonen are
A. nursing, education and nedicine.
B. national political office.
C. factory directorates.
5. _ Wthin Islam differences in male/female roles inply
A. mal e suprenacy.
B. femal e suprenacy.
C. conplenentary roles of both sexes in life.
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6 VWhat is NOT a reason for the popularity of H jab anongst

M ddl e East wonen?

A. Psychol ogi cal and physical protection

B. A chic formof generational rebellion

C. Fashi on consci ousness

D. Egyptian fem nist Huda Saraw advocated its use.

7. Tal i ban clerics seek to reestablish gui del i nes

i n Af ghani st an.

A. progressive Islamc
B. nedieval Islamc
C. equality of sexes

8 For many Saudi Arabian wonen, their greatest influence

is within the

A. school
B. mar ket pl ace.
C. hone.
9. The greatest gender issue in the Mddle East is

A. the role and position of wonen.
B. the status given to princes.
C. the honor achi eved by nal es.

10. Progressive M ddl e Eastern wonen seek
A. reformin clothing, economc, and education practices.
B. areturn to rural wonen’'s roles.
C. toimtate Western fem ni sts.

11. Western nedi a portrayals of Mddle Eastern wonen often

over | ook

A. veil wearing and sex segregation.

B. nmal e dom nance and dependence upon husbands.

C. positive, personally fulfilling aspects of wonmen’s roles
within |Islam

12. Restrictions in Mddle East wonen’s roles can offer

protection from
A. stress, indignities, and conpetitions outside the hone.

B. personal aspirations to excel in political |eadership.
C. dom nance by overbearing nal es.
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“Make your nother proud.”
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